Identification of Merkel cells by an antibody to villin.
Merkel cells represent a population of epithelial cells in the skin and oral mucosa. Although Merkel cells are reliably distinguishable from other epithelial cells at the ultrastructural level, these cells are usually not discernible by standard light microscopy and need special techniques for their identification. Villin is an actin-crosslinking protein that is associated with the actin filament cores of brush border microvilli. In this study we show that an antibody against villin is an excellent marker of Merkel cells and their microvilli even at the light microscopic level. The surrounding keratinocytes and subepithelial connective tissue cells do not show any significant affinity for the antibody against villin. Confocal laser micrographs reconstructed from serial images 0.5 microm thick of Merkel cells that were immunostained with villin clearly reveal the three-dimensional morphology of Merkel cells and their microvilli. The presence of villin in Merkel cell microvilli lends support to the idea that these cells might have a mechanoreceptor function.